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Early bathymetry techniques for 
mapping the ocean floor were 
often rudimentary, employing 
ropes and lead weights from ship 
decks to measure the sea floor. 
With the invention of the echo 
sounder sonar system in the 
early twentieth century, sound 
emerged as a primary tool for 
surveying the ocean waters. 
Bruce Heezen and several other 
researchers measured water 
depths through a sound pulse 
from the surface that echoed off 
the ocean floor. By the 1950s, 
precision depth recorders and 
side-scan sonar allowed these 
researchers to record more 
subtle sea floor features. Marie 
Tharp compared these certain 
soundings with other data to 
construct her maps.  
However, the ocean is vast and 
much of its floor has remained 
unrecorded. Tharp,  guided by 
her own intuition, filled in these 
gaps by hypothesizing the build 
and structure of the ocean floor. 
Exactly how much latitude when 





I had a blank canvas to fill with extraordinary possibilities, 
a fascinating jigsaw puzzle to piece together: 
mapping the world’s vast hidden sea floor.
// Marie Tharp
^^^ VEMA SHIP, one of the vessels used for Bruce Heezen’s research  // 
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